
Unit Leadership Program 
Menu of Solutions Template 

 
Solution Title:  The M&M Game: Learning to Resolve Conflict 
 
 
Summary: To observe individual and team conflict resolution when resources 

are unequal. 
To acquaint the participants with conflict resolution strategies.  
To offer the participants an opportunity to experience and 
compare the effects and outcomes from different conflict-
resolution strategies.  

 
 
  
 
Competency Link(s): Primary:  Conflict Management 
 
  Team Building 
 
 Secondary: Self Awareness & Learning 
 
   
 
 
 
Solution Type:   Training X  Non Training Solution   
      
Cost of Item:    $minimal (one pound package of M&Ms) 
 
Time required to conduct:   60 minutes 
 
Resources needed to conduct:  Pfeiffer excerpt attached or something similar 
 M&M candy, pencils and paper, flip chart, overhead 

projector with blank transparencies, felt-tip markers, 
masking tape, timer/stopwatch 

 
 
 
 
Is this item presented elsewhere in the Coast Guard (LAMS, CPOA, OCS, etc)?   
 

Yes  _  No X 
 

 
Comments: This training activity comes from the book edited by Elaine Beich.  The material 

may be reproduced for educational/training activities as long as the source is 
attributed (see details that follow).  Alternatively, something similar could be 
created de novo that is not an exact copy of what follows. 
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LEARNING TO RESOLVE CONFLICT 
Gerald C! Miller 

Goals 

rn To observe individual and team conflict 
resolution when resources are unequal. 

To acquaint the participants with conflict- 
resolution strategies. 

rn To offer the participants an opportunity to 
experience and compare the effects and 
outcomes from different conflict-resolution 
strategies. 

Group Size 

Twenty to thirty participants. as written, but could be played by any 
number. 

Time Required 

Approximately one hour. 

Materials 

u ,411 M&MG Game Conflict-Resolution Leccurette Sheet for the facili- 
tator. 

B .hi M&hlWarne Keys to Processing Sheet for the facilitator. 

B One hl&h13 Game Goals and Kdes  overhead wansparency. 

A one-pound package of M&M% plain candy. 

m One copy of the M&Mm Ganw Conflict-Resolution Paired Discussion 
Sheet for each participant. 

B A pencil or pen and paper Sor each participant. 

E An overhead projector and blank transparencies. 
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m A flip chart m ~ d  markers. 

m An accurate timer- or watch. 

Physicol Setting 

X room large enough so that all participants can move freely around the 
room while negotiating conflict-resolution strategies with o ~ i c  another. 

Process 

1. Prior to the session, read the 31&W Conflict-Resolutio~i Lecturette 
Sheet and develop a lectuuette to present to participants. Make a copy 
of the .\1&MS Game Goals and Rules on an overheact trarisparenq or 
on a flip chart, and read through the \l&hlB Game Keys to Process- 
ing Sheet to be sure you understand the nuances of the game and are 
prepared for the ensuing discussion. 

2. After participants are seated, pass the bag of M&Ws around and in- 
struct iheni to take three M&hles each, biit not to cat them. \\71ile 
the participants are passing the bag. introduce the topic of conflict 
resolutio~i by giving a lecturette on the topic of conflict resolutio~i 
lrorn the M8chle Game Coiiflict-Resolt~tiori 1,ecturcttc Sheet. 

3. Ask the following questions to encourage disci~ssion. wiring their 
answers on [lie flip chart: 

I low would you define conflict? (Sugjplecl res/mrse: A state of dis- 
harmony between seemingly incomparible ideas or interests.) 

m \Illat does the word "resolution" conjiire up ill your mind? (Szig- 
gested res/mnse: A course of action to solve a problem. a sohtion.) 

Be sure to bring out that each person has a different syle of deal- 
ing with conflict. Remind participants that all styles are appropriate 
to use at various times. 

4. Display the .L1&ML Game Goals and Rules overhead hanspare~lcy or 
flip chart and explain the game. Answer questions, but do not discuss 
strategy. hlakc sure that no one starts until you say, "Go!" Tell partic- 
ipants that you will be the time keepel; and that they will have five 
~ninutes to conlplete the game. Tell them to "go.'' ('Sen tninures.) 

5 .  Give a one-minute warning. After five ~ninutes, stop the game. Ask 
participants to return to rheir seats. 

ti. Use the following questions to process the actiiity. 

rn \%That happened during the game? 



\ V h t  techniques did you use o r  see others use to acquire hl&hl*s? 

rn Did you consicler joining rorces with another participant? M71y 
or why not? 

m How might your stratem have changed if you had formed teanis? 

1-Iow did you interpret the goal? How did the words "as possible" 
affect your working toward the goal? 

m Did you try bargaining? Did it work? \Vhy or why not? 

m \\%at I\-ould have been the result if evenone had collaborated? 
\\'odd that have been a better result? M'hy or why not? 

(Fifteen minutes.) 

7. Give a copy of the SI&SI' Game Conflict-Resolution Paired Discus- 
sion Sheet, paper, and a pcn or pencil to each participant. Have them 
form pairs and find a quiet location to complete the questions to- 

gether. (Twn ty minutes.) 

8. Mhen the pairs have finished, reconvene the large group and con- 
clt~de with a discussion si~mmaiziilg the acthit): using these questions: 

rn Tihat tlicl you learn about conflict and conflict resolution from 
doing this activity? 

If yo11 were to do this activity again. what would you do differently? 

M%at did you learn from this activity about how you handle con- 
flict? 

m How might you handle co~iflicl differently in the future? 

(Ten minutes.) 

m This activity can be adapted to acquaint the participants with wing 
bases of power. 

Instead of the discussions in pairs, role plays could be developed. 

Suggested Readings 

Blake, R.B., 8- hlouton,J.S. (1970). The fifth achieve men^. In The Jolcnzrrl 
of ii,bpliecl H~haviorcd Scimce, 6(4), 41.3426. 

Fisher K., 8- IJv, M'. (1  98 1 ) . C;(ltling IU yes: Negotiati~~g agrpement ~~rithout g i ~  
ing in. Nrw Y d i :  Penguin. 
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French, J.R.P.,Jc, & Kruglaski, W. (1975). T l ~ c  1)ases of social powcr. I n  
D. Cartwight (Ed.) ,  Studies i n  socin1porut.t: Ann Arbor, MI: Institute 
for Social Research. 

Hall, J. (1969). Co~~jl ic t  rnanugnnent suwq. Houston, TX: Teleometrics. 

Herse): P., Blanchard, ELH., & Natemeyer, i\!E. ( 1979). Situulional leader- 
ship: Purce/~tiio nnd the impacl ofpourer Escontlido, CA: Leadership 
Studies. 

k r p ,  H.B., (1985). Ptmonnlpmuer: An unol-tlrorlox guide fo succ~ss. New York: 
AILL4COPIl. 

hlnucr, R. (1996). Beyond the wall of resi~tanc~: Chconvmtionu2 strategies that 
build support for change. Austin, TX: Bard Books. 

Ravcn, B.H., & Kruglanski, \\'. (1975). Conflict and power. 111 P.G. Swingle 
(Ed . ) ,  Tile structure of ronj'ict. New York: Academic Press. 

Rol~crt, hi. (1982). Conflict rnanagemcnt st~fle sitntey. In J.W PfeilYcr & 
L.D. Goodstein (Eds.). The 1982 arrn~irtl fn- facilitators, tmintm, and 
consultants. San Francisco, Ck Josscy-Bass/Pfeiffer. 

Thomas, KUr. (1967). Conflict and conflict management. In 11. Dunnettc 
(Ed.). Handbook of industrial and orguniiational pqd1olog3.' (Vol. 2 ) .  
Newk'ork: John Wile): 

Thomas ,  KW., &: Kilnlann, R.H. (1974). 'I1oinn.c-KiEr~~ai~n conflict ,no& in- 
strument. Tuxedo, NY: XICOhl, Inc. 

Wiley, G.E. (1973). Mrin/lose situations. In J.E. Jones & J.W. Pfeiffer 
(Eds.), The 1973 arm tial handbook for pupf i~ci l i tafors .  San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer. 



Instiuctiom: Use the inforinatio~i below as a basis for introducing the topic 
of conflict resolution. You may give a lectuwt~e directly from this shcct or 
add whatever material you desire. 

Conflict is one of the more potent of human interactions. I t  can either fa- 
cilirare growth or bring h a m  to the people involved. Perhaps because of 
its potency. "conflict" Iias hecornc a loaded word, caq ing  many negative 
connotations. There are many popilar misconceptions of the meaning 
and purpose of conflict. People think of conflict a. negative. but it may 
actually be positive and enhance one's strengh, clarify one's purpose, or 
encourage action. 

Conflict is a daily reality. li7lether 'it home or at work, our needs 
and values continuallp and invariably come into opposition with those 
of others. Some conflicts are relatively minor, easy to handle, or capa- 
ble of being overlooked. Others, however: require a strategy for success- 
ful resolution to avoid lasting enmity 

The ability to resohe conflict successfully is probably one of the 
most important skills t l u t  yo~i can possess. Yct there are few formal o p  
portunities to learn conflict-resoll~tion skills. This esperiential learning 
activiq provides you with such an opportunity 

Like any other lii~mnn skill, conflict resolution can be taught; like 
other skills, it consists of a numher of important subskills. each separate 
and yet interdependent. These skills must be assi~nilated at the cogni- 
tive lei el. lisk yourself Do I ~mclerstand how conflict can be resolved? 
.Ind also at the behavioral level: C ; I ~  I resolve specific conflicts? 



Processing the Game 

1. A key point that will come up is that participants will not think in 
terms of forming teams to achieve tlieir goals, hut rather in tenns 
of competition-leading to conflict. There will most likely be an as- 
sumption that the word "you" is singular, rather than plural. Be sure 
to disciiss this point (making assumptions) thoroughly. 

2. Another concept that is hard for participants to understand is that 
simply having the most of a ce r t a i~~  color does not cause them to 
win. The goal is to "collect as many of the same color as possible." 
Therefore. if an individual or team acquires four blue bl&hlas and 
there are only four blue J1&Sles available during the game, then 
they have met the goal. Brown is the predominate color in a bag of 
Xl&h.Ps. Indivicluals or teams collecting brown candies generally be- 
lieve that they have won because they have the highest number. This 
is only true if the^ have all the  brow?^ l\f&hf? tliat were o ~ t t  during the 
game. This calls for a discussion of clareing rules prior to forging 
ahead with a game. 

3. Participants should also learn that when individttals or teams pri- 
marily use compromise or bargaining in this game. they cannot win 
because of the unequal distribution of the colors of hl&bl?. TVith 
bargaining. one eventually has nothing to trade, if he or she does 
not possess the color the other person needs. The game can be won 
by an indh4dua1, but because of limited time and variation in color, 
one person would probably have to tlse sheer force of will to \+in. 

4. Collaboration and team effort are needed to "win." Teaming up on a 
particular color will ensure a win-win result. If everyone chooses col- 
laboration to resolve Ole conflict, i t  is possible for many teams to win. 
I t  is also possible for the large group to collaborate, that is, to agree 
to share all the hl&hl@s and simply divide them by color category. 

5. Xs stated above, it is possible for one individual to win the game by 
going for a particular color and using strong force of will on the orher 
group members. However, that strategy will only work in the short 
term, as others will resent such behavior. The conflict will not be re- 
solved, but probably wi l l  escalate. 
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M&M@ GAME GOALS AND RULES 

God: 

In the nest five minutes you are to collect as 
Inany of the same color hl&M"s as possible. 

Rules: 

1. Do not start until I say, "Go!" 

2. How yo11 achieve the goal is up to you. 

3. Do no bodily harm! 

4. You may only use the bl&Mas that are 
o u t  at this timr-. 
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Irzslr~tcfio?~.~: Spend hventy minutes with your pasmer tliscussing the fol- 
lowing ant1 writing down your ansrvers: 

List words that describe how you deal with conflic~, for example, col- 
laborate, s~thmit, accommodate others' needs, persuade. force, fight, 
flee, compete. avoid, bargain, compromise: 

i\%at do these words tell you about your conflict-resolution style? 

\\'ha1 insights 01- leanlings about your conflict-resolution style did 
you have during the acti\ity? 

Which of tlicse insights is potentially die most usefill to you in the 
h~turc? M'hy? 

As a result of your key discoveries, what \ d l  you: 

Continue doing? 

Start doing? 

Stop doing? 


